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then sell the sheets to the country people. The trade was
evidently profitable and it expanded greatly at the end of the
sixteenth century. Broadsides had to be registered, and the
records of the Stationers* company show how popular they
were.
Shakespeare gives the classic picture of the itinerant ballad
seller in A Winter's Tale: up-to-date broadsides are part of
Autolycus* s wares:
"Here's one to a very doleful tune, how a usurer's wife was
brought to bed of twenty money bags at a burden; and how
she longed to eat adders* heads and toads carbonadoed.
"Mopsa: Is it true, think you?
"Autolycus: Very true, and but a month old."
And Autolycus has another one about "a fish that appeared
upon the coast on Wednesday the fourscore of April". "Is
it true too, think you ?*' "Five justices* hands at it, and witnesses
more than my pack will hold.'*
There is a fine study of the broadsides by Sir Charles
Firth,1 who says: "Shakespeare was as familiar with the
English ballads of his time as Burns was with the songs of
Scotland", and he points out the large number of references
to them in the plays. They show the outlook of the townsman,
in that they are topical, and, like other bourgeois art, often
indecent. Falstaff threatens Hal that he will have "ballads
made on you all and sung to filthy tunes'* (i Henry IV, n, 2)
and Cleopatra tells Iras that if they are led in triumph "scald
rhymers'* will "ballad us out of tune". But sometimes the
broadsides were moralist, and, as Firth says, "discharged the
functions of the modern pulpit", or existing ballads were
moralized. The topics of the journalistic ballads are much
the same as those of the modern cheap press, public calamities,
crises, scandals, and victories. Falstaff wants his capture of
Colevile immortalized "in a particular ballad with my own
picture on the top on't, Colevile kissing my foot" (// Henry IV,
iv, 3). The surprises at the end of A Winter's Tale cause the
comment: "Such a deed of wonder is broken out within this
hour that the ballad makers cannot be able to express it."
A fairly stiff censorship was imposed: for example, no ballad

